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Rankings can be bad for colleges’ health
Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr.
In previous columns
I have reported how a
number of external factors,
such as funding, demographics, politics and the
like have been hurting
higher education. In many
other cases – overblown
athletic programs, misguided marketing, and
plain bad leadership – the
injuries have been selfinflicted. To these cases we
can now add the race for
the rankings.
I have argued in this
column in the past that
rankings like the ones by
U.S. News & World Report
and its copycats make little
sense. To begin with, many
of the things they claim to
measure, such as athletics,
facilities, and “reputation,” have nothing to do
with the quality of the
education students receive.
Besides, improvement in
all those areas costs money,
money that could be used
to actually improve the
quality of the education
for the students or the productivity of the faculty. In
the last few months, a new
case emerged that demonstrates how these rankings
are built on very shaky
ground, and furthers the
reasons why we should
ignore them.

Temple University is a
public (formerly private)
institution located in
Philadelphia. It has had
a distinguished history
since its founding in 1888,
and currently serves about
80,00 students. For some
time now, the school has
appeared obsessed with
improving its rankings.
Until the beginning of this
year, they were ranked
118 in the nation by U.S.
News. Yet, in the last few
months a number of incidents have placed its reputation in serious danger.
Just two weeks ago
we learned that Moshe
Porat, dean of Temple’s
Fox School of Business,
resigned after the university discovered that
multiple programs in its
business school had misreported data to U.S. News.
Curiously that program
had been ranked No. 1 by
the magazine for the last
four years, including 2018.
Temple not only lied about
statistics of the Master in
Business Administration
(MBA) program, but also
about the entire school.
After the scandal was
brought up in the national
media, U.S. News reclassified the program as
“unranked.”

Because of the allegations of misreporting,
Temple hired the law
firm Jones Day, which
issued a report showing
that the business school
had inflated metrics,
including the number of
entrants who had provided GMAT scores, the
average undergraduate
GPA of new students, how
many offers of admission
it had extended, and how
much debt its students had
incurred related to their
M.B.A., global M.B.A.,
part-time M.B.A., master
of science in humanresource management, and
master of science in digital
innovation in marketing
programs.
Interestingly enough,
the falsification of data
was discovered after some
Temple employees disclosed to U.S. News that
the university had inflated
the data they had provided
previously.
This shows the vulnerability and unreliability
of all the data used by the
magazine. Not only are
they based on self-reporting (and we don’t know
how many other cheaters
are out there), but the magazine has no way to verify
the accuracy of most of the
data they receive, which
feed the algorithm they
use to rank programs.

Because of this and
many other issues, an
increasing number of
colleges and universities
refuse to provide any data
to U.S. News, and the
magazine has shown how
unscientific and vindictive
it can be.
One of the schools that
refuse to provide data
is Reed College, a good
quality private liberal
arts institution in Oregon.
They stopped providing
data in 1995 and asked
the magazine to simply
omit Reed from its listings.
According to an article
published in The Atlantic
in 2005 that was authored
by Colin Diver, former
Reed president, the editors
of U.S. News, “arbitrarily
assigned the lowest possible value to each of
Reed’s missing variables,
with the result being that
Reed dropped in one year
from the second quartile to
the bottom quartile. After
the predictable outcry, U.S.
News purportedly began
to rank Reed based on
information available from
other sources. In subsequent years that procedure
usually placed the college
somewhere in the middle
of the second quartile,
with a footnote stating that
we ‘refused to fill out the
U.S. News statistical survey,’ and claiming to base

the ranking on data from
published sources. But
since much of the information needed to complete
the magazine’s ranking
algorithm is unpublished,
one can only guess how
the editors arrive at a
value.”
Temple and the magazine may be facing more
than public shame for
these practices. We also
learned through The Wall
Street Journal that the federal government began an
investigation into Temple’s
use of deceptive marketing
practices to recruit students to its online M.B.A.
program.
The Department of
Education’s investigative
unit is looking at whether
federal student loans and
grants from taxpayer dollars have been improperly used to fund school
programs, or if students
were misled when deciding where to attend. In the
past, the department has
obligated colleges found
guilty of these kinds of
violations with reimbursing student tuition costs
and paying steep fines
(sometimes in the millions
of dollars). They decided
to investigate after an
online M.B.A. student had
filed a lawsuit alleging that
Fox School administrators had engaged in fraud

and deceptive business
practice. The Pennsylvania
attorney general is also
investigating.
The question is, when
will colleges and universities stop playing the
rankings game? Once I
asked that question to
some higher education
chief executives and the
said that they couldn’t,
citing issues of “pride,”
“marketing value,” and/
or “because the board says
so.”
One of the functions of
college presidents is to
educate their constituencies –including their board
of trustees and donors – on
the realities of higher education. The sham concerning “rankings” should be
no exception. They may
encounter some resistance,
including from their marketing departments, but
the reality is that by participating in unscientific
surveys for rankings, their
prestige will suffer severely in the long run.
It is time for the leadership of institutions of higher education to show some
vision and courage.
Dr. Aldemaro Romero Jr. is
a writer and college professor
with leadership experience in
higher education. He can be
contacted through his website
at: http://www.aromerojr.net

Stylists search for the right look for Alma Mater
By JULIE WURTH
The News-Gazette (AP)

URBANA, Ill. (AP) —
It’s tough to find just the
right fashion look when
you’re almost 9 feet tall.
So Alma Mater has her
own tailor, and a closet full
of clothes and accessories
for every occasion.
The 89-year-old University of Illinois sculpture
has acquired quite a wardrobe since she first donned
an Illini basketball jersey
for the 2005 Final Four.
Hats and a sash for her
birthday. A runner’s bib
for the Illinois Marathon
(No. 1867, of course). A
bright red dress for Chinese New Year. T-shirts
for freshman convocation.
An orange-and-blue knit
scarf for the first snow of
the season — along with
stocking caps for her pals,
Learning and Labor. And a
statue-sized cap and gown
for graduation.
Accessories? Covered.
She has a giant popcorn
box for Ebertfest, an even
bigger guitar for the Elnora festival at Krannert, a
stack of books to celebrate
the UI Library, and a gold
crown, orange foam finger
and letter “D” and a piece
of fence (get it?) for the
annual homecoming football game.
Who makes all this
stuff? It has been a combined effort, but the current tailor is Tiffany Rice,
who was busy on July
16 measuring the iconic
sculpture for a new outfit
to debut next week.

Stephen Haas/The News-Gazette via AP
In this June 27, 2018 photo, Tiffany Rice, left,
and Robin Kaler, University of Illinois associate
chancellor for public affairs, take measurements of
the Alma Mater statue on the U of I campus for an
upcoming themed outfit in Urbana, Ill. Alma Mater,
the 89-year-old U of I sculpture has acquired quite a
wardrobe since she first donned an Illini basketball
jersey for the 2005 Final Four.
The job has its challenges. There’s no Butterick
pattern for a woman with
a 92-inch arm span and a
25-inch neck. (She’s very
symmetrical: base to chin
is also 92 inches.)
“It’s such a different
scale,” said Rice, who lays
out Alma’s dress pattern
on her dining room table
or living room floor. “You
have to start from scratch
with everything.”
Plus, Alma is already
wearing clothes, so measurements are tricky.
“She’s very modest. She
never gets undressed,”
Rice said.
On the other hand, “she
doesn’t move, if you ask
her to stand still,” said
Rice, who has wrangled

Kestrel
Continued from Page A1
that says ‘release team’ on
the back.”
That’s where Erika
Obrecht became involved.
She saw the TreeHouse
post on Facebook about the
release of the kestrels and
pledged the money.
Vandersand called the
Watershed Nature Center
to inquire about a release
there.
“And the Watershed said,
guess what? We just had
somebody who made and
donated a kestrel box. So I
thought well this would be
perfect,” Vandersand noted.
Bob Hyten actually built
and donated the kestrel
box to the Watershed. It
has been mounted on a tree
near the center and can be

her share of children as a
seamstress for the Champaign-Urbana Ballet’s
“Nutcracker” production.
“And she’s never once
flinched when I stuck her
with a pin.”
Dressing Alma is another challenge, said Robin
Kaler, associate chancellor for public affairs, who
heads Alma’s dress-up
team.
The clothes are actually made in two pieces.
Alma’s outstretched arms
make it impossible to slip
on a normal shirt or robe
without extra openings
(Remember those Barbie
doll arms that wouldn’t
bend?).
Clothes are split up the
back or on the sides, then

seen when standing on the
concrete area in front of the
Watershed Nature Center
and looking out over the
lake.
The release program is
a new program for TreeHouse.
“The first release was in
June. It was a barred owl,”
Vandersand said. “Because
it’s on the threatened and
endangered species list, we
wanted to push it further
East where it could have a
better habitat. Somebody
within nine minutes, clicked
on it (through Facebook)
and said, my uncle has a
farm way over in Greenfield. So it worked out perfect.”
Vandersand also had
scheduled another barred
owl release in the Brighton/
Godfrey area.
“It’s not that we are going
to be doing a lot of releases
because a lot of time the

zipped, Velcroed or tied
together once on.
Kaler’s team developed
that approach long before
Alma started dressing
for special occasions.
They were working with
student athletes on a halftime spot to air during UI
football games, and one
featured a football player
— “a very large young
man” — who was majoring in chemistry. They
wanted him to wear a lab
coat, in full football pads.
Not gonna happen.
So they cut the lab coat
in half, with a big gap in
the back.
“That’s when I thought,
‘Oh, this is what you could
do with Alma,’” Kaler
said.
The dressing process
almost always involves
more than one person and
a ladder or two.
“Even if you can dress
her by herself, you can’t
see if everything is straight
because you dress her
from the back side,” Kaler
said. “If I ever have to
go dress her by myself,
I always yell at a passerby, ‘Hey, does this look
straight?’
“We can dress Alma
for commencement in a
minute and a half. The first
time, it probably took four
or five of us half an hour,”
Kaler said.
The toughest part? Trying to get something in her
hands, which are 12 feet
off the ground and too far
to reach from her base.
“When you think about
her, the open arms are

animals are spoken for.
The property owners want
the animal to come back to
their property. Not that they
feel like they own them,
but because its part of their
ecosystem in the property,”
Vandersand said.
“This one (kestrel) was a
young bird when it came
to the center so we knew
that we didn’t have to
worry about a mate and
we didn’t have to worry
about any babies it might
possibly have,” Vandersand
explained. “We thought this
might just be a way to raise
a little bit more funds and
then get the community
involved. And we got to
partner with the Watershed
Nature Center on this. The
Watershed was really gracious about saying hey
yeah, this would be great.”
“And we love partnering with them, too,” Sarah
Palermo, Executive Director

what you think of,” Kaler
said. “But logistically, it’s
really hard. We don’t have
a scissor lift.”
Undressing her is a bit
easier. When UI alum
Nick Offerman gave the
commencement speech in
2017, Kaler invited him to
tag along to help remove
Alma’s cap and gown that
night. They had come from
a formal commencement
dinner, and when Offerman arrived with his parents and saw Kaler climbing around the sculpture
in her dress and heels, he
turned to Rice’s husband,
campus attorney Scott
Rice, and said, “Do you
see what she’s doing?”
Rice said, “Yeah, it’s OK.”
Offerman joined in.
The team removes the
outfits every night to foil
vandals. Accessories sometimes disappear, including
her original Marathon
headband.
When the sculpture
returned to campus after
an 18-month restoration in
2014, Kaler and her crew
put a giant beach bag on
her shoulder, complete
with towel, Coppertone
and faux camera, saying
she was back from her spa
vacation.
When they looked at
the 24-hour Alma webcam
later that day, they noticed
the bag was gone.
UI Police reviewed the
footage, which showed
a man climbing up and
taking the bag off Alma’s
shoulder and setting it
behind the statue, then
walking away.

of the Watershed Nature
Center, said.
“We’ve released with
TreeHouse before,” Palermo
said. “We’ve been doing an
annual event in memory
of one of our founders and
so we did a release when
we opened up the new bird
blind and bubbler….it was a
cooper’s hawk. Most of the
time they are birds of prey
that we release. Our birders
who come out are excited to
see a bird rehabbed.”
“We love having the biodiversity and this place
is here obviously for the
community to get involved,
but then also for us to be a
really good habitat for these
released animals because
there’s an easy food source
right here,” Palermo added.
“It’s a good spot and not too
far out. We’re very excited.
We’ve done a number of
releases with TreeHouse
over the years.”

“He didn’t steal anything,” Kaler said. “He
thought it was a prank,
and he was trying to help.”
The seed of the idea to
decorate Alma dates back
to October 2003, when two
UI faculty members won
Nobel Prizes in the same
year — the late Paul Lauterbur, for the development
of magnetic resonance
imaging, and physics Professor Anthony Leggett for
his work on superfluidity.
Kaler remembers thinking
it would have been fun
for Alma to have a Nobel
medal.
A year or so later, during
the Final Four run, someone (presumably students)
dressed Alma in a giant
Dee Brown basketball jersey and trademark orange
headband. UI facilities
workers called Kaler and
said, “Hey, should we take
this thing off of her?” She
told them, “Leave it on.”
Alma was later adorned
with roses for the 2008
Rose Bowl and wore
Olympic medals when
Champaign’s Katherine
Reutter and Jonathan
Kuck won speedskating
silvers.
In 2010, Kaler decided
Alma should take part
in commencement after
posing for so many photos with graduates over
the years. She and her
husband offered to pay
Herff Jones for a giant
commencement gown.
The company donated it
instead, making the largest gown in its history
(size 100).

traffic
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the saturation technique to conduct
occupant restraint enforcement
patrols.
“Safety belt enforcement zones will
be set up to ensure the driver and passengers are buckled up,” he said.
Seat belts are one of the most effective safety devices in vehicles. It is
estimated that seat belts save over
16,000 lives each year. Over half of
vehicle occupants killed in traffic accidents were not properly bucked up.
The objective of this program is
to increase compliance of occupant
restraint laws through education, child
seat inspections and enforcement.
“Greater awareness, acceptance and
use of occupant protection equipment
will save many lives,” Tyler said.
The Illinois Department of Transportation’s Division of Traffic Safety
funds all of the special enforcement
patrols.

